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Senior Lieutenant Gort Eagleton had never seen so many Aerospace Force officers in one place at the same time as he did now. The main auditorium at the EAF Headquarters, which was usually reserved for official ceremonies, was packed with thousands of people who all seemed to be talking at the same time. As he stood inside the entrance scanning for an empty seat, he thought he heard someone call him by his first name. He turned around to see Senior Lieutenant Cate Harrow standing in the back row of the center section and gesturing for him to join her. Luckily, none of the officers sitting between him and her were senior to him, which meant that he didn’t have to try to salute, apologize and try not to step on any toes all at the same time. She had saved a seat for him for which he was very grateful and not just because now he didn’t have to worry about standing during the briefing. He was grateful for any opportunity to be close to Cate Harrow. Not only was she extremely intelligent and competent, she also wasn’t bad looking; although, if pressed, he would admit that her taller than usual height was just a tad intimidating. He kept asking himself if he had a romantic interest in her, and each time the answer came back as a tentative ‘no’. It finally occurred to him that she had a lot of natural charisma, and that’s what he was attracted to. Once he realized that, he noticed that he wasn’t the only one. Cate Harrow seemed to be one of those people who you just knew was going to accomplish something important one day, and you wanted to be nearby when it happened. For some reason he hadn’t yet figured out, she seemed to like having him around too, but so far, her behavior had remained strictly professional.

“Thanks for saving a seat, Cate.”

She nodded as she sat back down. “You’re welcome. I had a hunch that you’d get here at the last minute.”

As he sat down, he looked to his right at the other officers in the same row. The predominant expression on their faces was one of envy, and it wasn’t restricted to just the men either. He couldn’t resist a quick wink and nod at them. They scowled back and looked away.

Turning back to look at Harrow, he said, “Any idea what this unprecedented briefing is about?”

She nodded. “Yeah, unprecedented is the right word all right. This briefing is being broadcast to every single member of the EAF regardless of where they are. Even the skeleton crews of the ships in orbit are going to be able to watch this. As for what it’s about...I’ve heard rumors that are so bizarre I’m reluctant to repeat them, but if they’re even half true, we are in for some interesting times.  And I’m using that word in its most scary sense.” Before Eagleton could reply, some of the ceiling lights turned off. “Looks like they’re about to start the show,” said Harrow.

The volume of the background chatter dropped to almost nothing. A few seconds later, the rest of the lights went dark, and the only light in the whole place was a spotlight on the raised podium to one side of the stage. A woman in uniform appeared from behind the curtains and stepped up to the podium. Eagleton strained to see her rank but couldn’t due to the distance. He felt Harrow nudge his left arm and then saw her point to the ceiling where holographic projectors were showing a three-dimensional image of the woman’s head and shoulders. Her rank was now clearly visible, and Eagleton gasped. There was only one EAF officer who had the right to wear five stars on her collar and that was Senior Fleet Admiral Elaine Mirakova, the Chief Executive Officer of the Earth Aerospace Force. Five star admirals get briefings; they don’t give them. He felt his heartbeat speed up.

“I want everyone’s attention; so let’s settle down,” said Mirakova in a no-nonsense tone. What little chatter remained stopped instantly. 

“One hundred forty-four hours ago, we here at EAF HQ received word that history had been made. Humanity had made face-to-face contact with an alien race.” The murmuring started up again but not for long. “QUIET!” shouted Mirakova. “The only voice I want to hear right now is my own; so if you have anything you want to say to someone, keep it to yourself until this briefing is finished!” She took a couple of seconds to glare at the audience before continuing.

“Contact was made by the crew of Roark’s Drift in the Wolf 359 system. The contact was conducted in a friendly manner. The aliens, who call themselves Sheepul, have asked for our help to fight against a threat to them that they say will also become a threat to us relatively soon. They have been contacted by a highly aggressive race called the Tyrell. The Tyrell apparently love to fight, so much so that they give advanced warfighting technology to nearby races with the warning that the Tyrell will attack at a specific time in the future. If this sounds irrational, that’s because it is. The Tyrell deliberately engineer wars for their own amusement, and it seems that the more difficult the war is for them, the better they like it. That bizarre racial trait explains how they became this kind of threat. The Sheepul learned enough from their contact with the Tyrell to deduce this brief history of the Tyrell race and their strategy. They have theorized that when the Tyrell developed FTL capability, they discovered the ruins of a long dead but apparently highly advanced race. If they also found warships still in orbit, they might have been able to figure out how to operate and eventually build them. Here is where their strategy of providing neighboring races with a drone that is capable of building an automated shipyard and ship-building capability begins to make sense. Not only do the Tyrell get the opportunity to challenge themselves against alien opponents but when they win the war, they acquire those shipyards, which can then continue to make more ships like this for them.”

Her image shifted to the left, and the vacant space was filled with the side and top view of a ship. The overall shape reminded Eagleton of an arrowhead. As he examined the ship, a third shape appeared next to the top view of the Tyrell ship. Eagleton recognized this new shape as the standard EAF cruiser, but it was tiny compared to the Tyrell ship, so tiny, in fact, that the scale of the two ships couldn’t be the same.

“If you’re thinking that the relative scale of our cruiser is incorrect, you’re wrong. The scale is correct. The standard Tyrell ship is almost two point one kilometers long. And every time they conquer another race, their capacity to expand their fleet increases. Instead of war depleting their fleet, it ends up doing the exact opposite, thereby allowing them to continue to expand their empire outwards regardless of how big the empire is. And by having the entire building process automated from what I’ll call the Seed Drone that the Tyrell drop off, the target race never really gets to understand that technology or to use it in any other way.”

“The Sheepul have made it clear to us that they have no illusions about the most likely outcome of the impending confrontation, and they are inclined to offer minimal resistance. They also understand that giving us advanced warning of what we’re almost certainly going to be facing ourselves in a few years is pointless unless we can use that extra time to fully exploit the Tyrell technology. Therefore, they’ve agreed to give us the first warship when it’s completed by the automated building process. We will then try to reverse engineer the technology behind it, and hopefully we’ll find better ways of using that technology to hold the Tyrell off when it’s our turn.” She paused again.

“How difficult that might be is anyone’s guess. The fact is that we have no way of knowing how big the Tyrell empire is now. They may have conquered dozens, perhaps even hundreds, of other races. The resources that a civilization that large can bring to bear is almost unimaginable; so we have to assume that we won’t be able to defeat the Tyrell all by ourselves. Give them a bloody nose when they come calling, yes, we may be able to do that ourselves, but not defeat their entire empire. That’s why our political leaders have taken the military recommendation to do the same thing as the Sheepul are doing, and that is to seek out as many other races as possible, in order to warn them and bring them into a military alliance with us and with the Sheepul.”

“That means the EAF is going to shift its focus from slow and careful exploration while concentrating on colony support to a much more aggressive exploration effort. To be even more specific, we’re not going to explore every nearby star system anymore. We’re going to concentrate on star types that have the best chance of being home to a space-faring race, so our exploration ships will skip past dozens of low-probability systems to reach deep into unknown space. I’m sure you all understand what that means. If you suffer a major systems failure or run across a hostile race, you’ll basically be on your own. We don’t have the luxury of playing it safe anymore, and if some of you are unwilling to take those kinds of risks, then let the EAF know sooner rather than later. We’ll try to find another role that you can take on. And if that’s not possible, then we’ll offer you an honorable discharge. Believe me, we understand that this wasn’t what some of you signed up for, and there’s no shame in admitting that.

“For the rest of you, I can offer some insights into what the EAF will become in the years ahead. Once we get our hands on Tyrell technology, we’ll start building ships, and the goal is to eventually have lots of them. They won’t all be super-dreadnoughts like this monster, but they’ll be bigger and meaner than what we have now. If you’re willing to accept the risks that go along with starship operations, there’ll be lots of opportunities for advancement. But I would caution all of you to be patient, because exploiting that new technology won’t happen overnight.”

Mirakova paused again and leaned forward on the podium. “A few final thoughts. We’re convinced it’s only a matter of time until the Tyrell turn their attention to us. I don’t want anyone to be under the mistaken belief that the challenge we’re going to face will be an easy one. It’s going to be damned difficult, and there are going to be casualties because, unlike the Sheepul, we are not going to accept defeat as inevitable. If they come looking for a fight, we’ll give them one. We’ll fight hard, but we’re also going to fight smart. You may be asked to face daunting odds, but if you are, it’ll be for a reason, not just as a pointless gesture of defiance. Take whatever comfort you can from that knowledge. This briefing is short because we don’t have a lot of information right now, but I wanted all of you to hear what we do know rather than let wild rumors undermine morale. As more information becomes available, it’ll be disseminated to all of you. I will not be taking questions. You are all dismissed.” 

With that, the spotlight went out, and the overhead holographics turned off. Mirakova left the stage and the auditorium. The volume of sound quickly rose until Eagleton had to nearly shout at Harrow to be sure she heard him.

“How does this compare to the rumors you heard?”

“This is actually worse that most of what I heard. Son of a bitch, Gort, we got ourselves one hell of a war. I’m staying in. How about you? You ready to put it all on the line?”

“I can’t say that I like the idea of being shot at, but I’m staying in too. You sound like you’re actually looking forward to the combat.”

Harrow grinned. “Well I’m not sure I’m looking forward to it, but I wouldn’t miss this for anything.”

Eagleton nodded and looked around. Just about everyone else was standing and moving toward the exits. Harrow remained seated and didn’t seem to be in any hurry to leave. As he got up to go, he felt her hand grab his arm and pull him back down.

“Don’t be in such a hurry, Gort. The official briefing may be over, but there’s about to be a lot more talk that I want to listen to.”

“What do you mean?” asked Eagleton.

She pointed to the space between the stage and the first row where officers were starting to gather in small groups. “The more senior officers aren’t leaving. As soon as we can make our way down there, we’re going to try to join one of those groups as unobtrusively as possible.”

Eagleton shook his head. “I don’t know, Cate. Flag officers might tolerate a Senior Commander listening in, but I doubt they’ll let mere lieutenants like us do it.”

Harrow shrugged and grinned at him. “Only one way to find out. Come on,” she said as she got up and made her way to the aisle that was still full of people trying to get to the exits. 
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Leader of Five Hundred Torq Vol Saggarus checked the ship’s chronometer again. Less than 89 cyclets left now until the fleet emerged into the target star system. He was nervous and trying hard not to show it to his crew. This would be his first campaign as a Ship Master, and he wanted to impress his superior. While the Tyrell Fleet of Fleets was always expanding and therefore in need of new Ship Masters, Torq understood that the best didn’t always rise to the top. Old clan habits die hard, and favoritism was unfortunately far too common. He understood that the whole Tyrell race must now be considered the one and only clan, and most of the others of his cohort felt the same way, but many from the older cohorts still hadn’t embraced that new thinking.

Torq wondered whether this new adversary, the Hallerie, would measure up as worthy opponents. If they had supplied the Seed Drone with as much of the necessary materials as it could handle, they would now have ten of the massive Ships-of-Battle, while the attacking Tyrell Fleet had six. Six against ten. Torq shook his head in momentary sympathy for the poor Hallerie. Tyrell warriors were so superior in battle skills that it would take exceptional tactical skills by the opposition to have a decent chance of winning, assuming that they had ten ships. Many races hadn’t been able to supply the necessary raw materials and consequently ended up with less than ten ships by the attack deadline. Less than ten did not provide a serious challenge. With almost a hundred races conquered so far, there were now senior Leaders who were advocating attacking with only five ships, and a daring few were seriously proposing using only four. The thought of commanding a Fleet of only four Ships-of-Battle against ten made him shiver with anticipation. Maybe someday, but first he had to prove his worth by killing at least two and hopefully three enemy Ships-of-Battle.

As the Helm Master counted down the last few cyclets until emergence, Torq turned to look at his Weapons Master. This would be her first campaign in that prestigious posting, and her calm demeanor reassured him that she would not let the excitement of the battle distract her from her responsibilities. As the Fleet emerged into normal space approximately a hundred million stents from the Hallerie home world, Torq held his breath and waited for the sensor report. Most races made the mistake of holding their ships in orbit around their home world. At this range, the Tyrell Weapon Masters would be able to pinpoint the exact location of the enemy ships, which would be quickly smashed into jagged metal. As the large tactical display updated with sensor information, Torq was surprised to see no enemy Ships-of-Battle at all!

“Confirm our sensor data with the Flagship,” said Torq. He watched his Weapons Master carry out his orders and then quickly nodded.

“Sensor data confirmed. No enemy ships detected, Ship Master.”

“No shipyard complexes either, Ship Master,” said the Helm Master. Torq re-examined the tactical display and nodded. The HM was correct. These Hallerie had obviously towed the Seed Drone to some remote part of this star system. That tied in with the absence of warships. Why bother building the Ships-of-Battle on the outskirts of your star system if you intend to deploy them close to your home world? These Hallerie clearly had the foolish notion that they would win this first battle and would continue to build more warships to counter any future attack! Torq heard his helmet speakers click with that telltale sound that meant that the Fleet Master was about to make a fleet-wide announcement.

“Fleet Master to all ships. We will stay in formation and proceed to the enemy home world at one tenth light speed. Clear.”

“You heard, HM?” asked Torq.

“That is correct, Ship Master. I’m adjusting our vector and speed now.”

Torq didn’t bother replying to the acknowledgement. No response meant he was satisfied with the Helm Master’s actions. Torq unbuckled himself from his Command Chair and stepped over to the Helm Station. The look of surprise on HM’s face was amusing. With the possibility of battle starting literally at any moment, leaving his Command Chair was risky, but Torq needed to confer with someone privately, and this was the only way to do it. 

After making sure his helmet mic was muted, Torq spoke in a low voice, “I don’t believe these Hallerie have decided to give up without a battle. They’re getting ready to attack, but from where? Any ideas, HM?”

“If they’re too far away to be detected by our sensors, then we’re too far away to be detected by their ship sensors, unless...” The expression on his face took on a faraway look as if he was attempting to look into infinity. “Their home world will have detected us by now even if just visually. If they had one of their Ships-of-Battle hiding behind the planet, they could upload their visual data to that ship, and it could transmit that data to their other ships instantly.”

“Interesting concept,” said Torq. “How would they know from which direction we’d drop out of hyperspace?”

The HM shrugged. “A calculated risk on their part. I looked up the initial contact mission files before this duty shift. That contact ship approached their planet from the same general direction that we’re approaching it from.”

“Ha. Yes, of course. There’s no need for us to be subtle when we clearly have the superior force, but basing their KE fire solely on visual data is bound to be inaccurate, correct?” asked Torq.

The NM nodded. “Absolutely, Ship Master, but if we can’t fire back because we don’t have any targets, then they can continue to fire KE shells on us, and eventually some of them will hit. If the planet can detect those hits, it can pass on that data, and that will improve the accuracy of their fire. They might be firing at us right now and missing.”

“I hope that’s what they’re doing. It would nice to have a serious challenge for a change,” said Torq as he began to move back to his Command Chair. As he buckled himself in, the ship lurched suddenly. Torq heard a ragged but spirited cheer from his Control Room crew as it became obvious that the Hallerie were indeed going to fight. Torq activated his helmet mic.

“Ship Master Torq to Fleet Master. We’ve been hit. I conjecture that KE fire is coming from beyond detection range using targeting data transmitted by an enemy warship hiding on the opposite side of their home world. Request permission to leave formation and scan the far side.” As he waited for a reply, he could already tell that his perception of time was becoming a bit distorted. The speed at which the cyclets passed was now noticeably slower. It was the natural outcome of the surge of noctain that his body was now pumping into his arteries. When the Fleet Master responded, Torq knew it had only taken a handful of cyclets but it seemed longer.

“Fleet Master to Torq. Permission granted. Good Hunting. All other ships increase speed to point three.”

Torq wasted no time. “Helm Master, increase speed to maximum!” Without waiting for a reply, he turned to the Engineering Station. “Damage report, EM.”

“The Gods of War are smiling on us, Ship Master. The shell hit at a shallow angle and was deflected away. No armor penetration.” 

Torq suppressed the urge to laugh. He was just superstitious enough not to risk jinxing his good luck by taking it too cavalierly. Cannon firing hyper-fast kinetic energy rounds was the weapon of choice for the Tyrell when it came to battles between warships. He had heard at the training facility that when his people had discovered the ruins of the long dead alien race and the drifting Ships-of-Battle still orbiting that race’s home world, the Tyrell engineers had ascertained that other types of weapons were possible. But the sheer primitiveness of firing massive rods of the hardest metal alloys that could rip through a ship if fired accurately and from the best angle had appealed to the Tyrell leadership. And with the Seed Drone programmed only to build KE cannon for weapons and nothing else, target races didn’t have enough time to examine the technology behind the ships that the drone-controlled robots were assembling, in order to create other types of weapons. The Tyrell had learned that lesson the hard way. Give target races just enough time to build a defensive force worthy of the name, yes, but not enough time to really understand the technology they’d been given. 

Torq relaxed a bit as his ship reached the maximum speed of six tenths of light. The odds of long range KE cannon fire hitting a ship travelling that fast were not good. Being able to fire accurately at an enemy ship while travelling that fast was also problematic, but Torq didn’t mind slowing down if he found a target. It was silly to expect the Gods of War to make it too easy. What he did like about the advanced maneuvering technology that was also discovered from the alien ruins was the ability to jump from a standstill to over half the speed of light in a matter of seconds. The Engineering Master had tried to explain how that was possible, but Torq wasn’t sure he grasped it correctly. All he knew was that the technology could dump or pull inertia to or from the fabric of space as needed.

As the time passed, he listened with one ear to the calm chatter between ships of the Fleet, now that their increased speed was complicating the enemy attempt at long range sniping, and with the other ear to the equally calm chatter of his Control Room crew. His ship was approaching the Hallerie home world, and he noticed that the HM had put the ship on a curving approach from off to one side without having been given orders to do so. Torq understood why and approved of the officer’s initiative. By approaching in that way, their sensors could get a better look at any enemy ship that might be using the planet as cover, while still keeping the range to something tolerable. If they had swung around the planet only a few thousands stents distant and discovered a Hallerie Ship-of-Battle that close, the outcome of the encounter would be little more than a flip of a coin. The best range to exploit the superior tactical skills of Tyrell warriors was at least half a million stents, and this curving approach would keep that minimum distance until the last possible moment.

As the ship’s sensors began to see more and more of the back side of the planet, it gradually became clear that there was no enemy ship hiding behind it. Torq could not figure out how the Hallerie were transmitting targeting data to their warships without using the faster-than-light communication system built into every Ship-of-Battle. Could they have figured out how to duplicate that system just from observing its manufacture and installation into ships by the robot assemblers? That should not have been possible, but there was no other way to explain the fast target data transmission. Tyrell sensors could see out far enough that sending that data by normal electro-magnetic frequencies or com lasers to ships that were beyond detection range would take much too long.

“Are our sensors not detecting anything at all?” asked Torq.

“We are detecting large concentrations of metal, but they are on the planet’s surface, Ship Master,” answered the WM.

“Can a Ship-of-Battle be landed on the planet intact, Helm Master?”

The HM turned to look at Torq before replying. “It has never been done, because there was never any need to try it; however, I have seen simulations where a Ship-of-Battle was brought to the surface successfully, Ship Master. If the Hallerie have done that, they could still use the FTL com system as long as they had a direct line-of-sight with their other ships.”

Torq considered the implications of that tactic for a few cyclets. “Let’s assume they’ve landed one of their warships. If they leave it out in the open, we’d be able to see it visually at some point. How close would we have to get in order to detect a Ship-of-Battle on open ground, WM?”

The officer hesitated before replying. “Difficult to give a precise answer, Ship Master, due to lack of operational data; however, I would estimate that we would have to close to within a hundred thousand stents or less.”

Torq shook his head in dismay. That was too damned close. “If these Hallerie have any brains at all, they won’t leave their Ship-of-Battle out in the open. They’d try to hide it. That’s what I would do in their place, and that means we’d have to get even closer to see it.” He took a deep breath and shrugged. He had asked the Gods of War for a challenge, and it seemed they had heard him. “Okay, HM, bring us in close, and slow us down if you don’t mind. I would prefer not to run into the planet at point six light.” He heard the Helm Master give a barely audible chuckle.

A quick check of the tactical display data section showed the ship slowing down quickly even as the distance to the planet was also still dropping fast. Torq saw that the HM had adjusted the ship’s vector so that it would fly past the planet at a range of just 55,000 stents. If the Hallerie did have one of their ships on the planet’s surface, and if it could aim its KE cannon at them, one barrage would be enough to cripple his ship. The range was now less than 100,000 stents. Speed was a nerve-wrackingly slow 1,000 stents per cyclet.

“I hope we are scanning optically,” said Torq sarcastically.

“We are, Ship Master. The largest concentration of metal seems to be a harbour filled with ships.”

Torq frowned. “Let me see the image,” he ordered quickly. The computer-enhanced image appeared on the main display of his Command Station. There were a lot of ships in the harbor, and some of them were moored in a very haphazard way to his thinking. “That gap between ships in the middle of the harbor, superimpose the outline of a Ship-of-Battle with the correct scale in that gap.”

Torq heard some of the crew gasp with surprise when the outline fitted almost perfectly into the gap.

“So that’s why they’re not firing at us at this close range. They’ve put their ship under water,” exclaimed the Helm Master.

Torq nodded. “And they’re not directing long-range sniper fire at us, probably because a near miss might hit their planet. And now that I think of it, that’s an excellent idea. WM, I want that gap between the ships targeted with a barrage of KE. Fire when ready.”

When the Weapons Master spoke, her voice was clearly showing her excitement. “Target lock established! FIRING!” As the missiles containing the dense tungsten rods used their miniature inertia-dump engines to accelerate to high speed, it took a fraction of a cyclet to reach the planet and plunge through the atmosphere. The impact on the open water generated huge geysers of super-heated steam with secondary explosions of water that were clearly caused by the tremendous energy released from the impact of tungsten rods on thick armor.

“Second barrage ready!” said the weapons officer. Torq looked at her and noticed her wide eyes and flushed complexion. He gave her a quick nod. “FIRING!” she yelled. As he turned back to the main display he almost missed seeing the impacts from the second barrage. The water in the harbor was now so agitated that he could almost see part of the Hallerie warship hull for a fraction of a second as huge waves sloshed back and forth.

“Ship Master?” asked the weapons officer in a suddenly much calmer voice. 

Torq understand exactly what she was asking. “Continue firing until ordered to stop,” he said.

After a couple of cyclets, he heard her speak in a much calmer voice. “Firing.” He understood that change of tone and sudden calm too. This was no longer a battle to stir the blood and give voice to a battle cry. This was now an execution. The Hallerie in that ship were unable to fire back and would either die from concussion shock or drown from the water pouring into the breached hull. He and his crew took no pleasure in what they were doing now, but prudence demanded that they make certain that Ship-of-Battle was destroyed. With that communication platform now silent, the other nine Hallerie ships would have to come within mutual detection range, and the real battle could then begin.

Torq allowed one more barrage and then said, “Cease fire. Helm Master, get us a line-of-sight to the Fleet quickly!”

It only took a few cyclets before his ship had moved around the planet enough to re-establish contact with the Fleet. “Torq to Fleet Master. Enemy Ship-of-Battle has been destroyed!”

“Very good, Ship Master Torq. Rejoin the formation. Their ships are starting to come within detection range. Targets are being allocated to all ships! You may commence firing at your discretion!” The rising tone and volume from the Fleet Master was beginning to stir Torq’s blood again too.

“I have a new target!” shouted the WM. 

Torq wanted to yell now too. This was the kind of battle that all Tyrell warriors dreamed of. A tiny part of his consciousness reminded him that Ship Masters are supposed to project calm at all times. It was ignored. Torq decided to give the traditional command for situations like this.

“GIVE THEM A TASTE OF OUR STEEL!”

“FIRING!” shrieked the weapons officer. 

No sooner had she finished saying that word then Torq felt his ship heave with the impact of an incoming KE round. Even as he snarled his defiance and checked the damage status display, he acknowledged the skill that the enemy had just shown by firing so accurately so quickly. The Hallerie had already proven themselves to be a worthy foe as far as he was concerned. When the war with the Hallerie was finally over, he hoped that their dead warriors would be honored by their people to show their gratitude for the lenient treatment that their clever and well-executed defense would have earned from the Tyrell Empire. When his ship was hit again, he said a silent prayer of thanks to the Gods of War that this Tyrell Fleet had six ships instead of five or four.

The battle, and the war, was all over in less than 1,000 cyclets. As exhilarating as the battle was, Torq was very disappointed that it was over so quickly. The standard Tyrell combat tactic of concentrating fire from all warships on one target at a time had proved successful once again. A single barrage from all six Ships-of-Battle was enough to cripple a Hallerie warship, and while the individual barrages from the Hallerie side had inflicted some damage to all Tyrell ships, and in fact had crippled three of them by the time the battle was over, the fact that the Hallerie were firing at multiple targets at the same time meant that each individual barrage had only a small incremental impact on Tyrell offensive strength.

As Torq reviewed the damage and crew casualties his ship had taken, he reflected on the tactical mistake the Hallerie had made. If they had concentrated their fire on only one target at a time too, they would have won the battle. But at least they had demonstrated that they were a worthy foe, and the new Fleet Master, who had taken over after the death of the first one, was in agreement with Torq’s assessment. The Hallerie would be treated well by Tyrell standards. Torq had also been credited with 2.5 enemy ships destroyed or crippled, and as one of only three Ship Masters to survive the battle, he would move up the list of officers that would be considered for a future Fleet Master’s slot.

But with the battle now over, he started to feel the usual mental and physical fatigue that always followed the hormone-induced elation of battle. It was times like this when he wondered if the price his body and mind paid was really worth the transitory highs. What would it be like, he wondered, if the Tyrell found themselves an adversary that could pose a challenge lasting longer than one battle? Any further thoughts along that line were interrupted by the inevitable heaving of his stomach. At least his Command Station had a ready receptacle handy for moments like this.
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Chapter Two:
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Three and a half years later:

Eagleton reported to the Bridge early for his duty shift. He wasn’t the only one to do so, and the Bridge was now bordering on crowded. The atmosphere was tense, and words were spoken in hushed tones. Pathfinder was about to drop out of hyperspace into the star system belonging to the Odina, a race the Sheepul had discovered. When the EAF had learned about the Odina, there was considerable excitement among the senior officers at HQ. Not only were the Odina very close to having their own confrontation with the Tyrell, they were also, according to the Sheepul, at a technological level at least as high, if not higher, than the Tyrell themselves. Rumor had it that the Odina engineers had sneered at the Tyrell technology embedded in the automated drone the First Contact ship had dropped off. There were skeptics among the EAF staff who cautioned everyone to take Sheepul rumors with a huge dose of salt. With the Alliance Project now gaining political momentum among the civilian leadership, the EAF was told to send a ship to the Odina star system and ask the Odina for permission to observe the battle and at the same time evaluate the effectiveness of the Odina technology.

Pathfinder was the first EAF ship to incorporate technology reverse engineered from the Tyrell-designed warship that had been built by the Sheepul’s automated drone and donated by them to humans for precisely that purpose. When Eagleton
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